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Background 
The coverage of domestic water supply in rural areas 
in the state of Tamil Nadu, India, is impressive. The 
Government, through centralized implementation, has 
provided either motor-driven or hand pump schemes 
from borewells or open wells in 99% of the 80,421 
hamlets. Out of these 63% have a theoretical supply of 
at least 20 litres per capital per day Oped) and 36% over 
40lpcd 1. 
As in many other developing countries the expected 
level of service has not been reached due to deficiencies 
in operation and maintenance of the systems. The capital 
invested is eroded as gradual deterioration of the facilities 
is taking place. Inadequate government financial and 
technical support, low quality of work, inadequate 
management capacity and lack of popular involvement 
and ownership are often cited as reasons for this 
situation. 
The Water and Sanitation Project in Tamil Nadu, 
assisted by Danida 
The Project started in late 1996 in two districts, 
Cuddalore and Villupuram, with an aggregate population 
of slightly over 4 million (2001). Initially the project 
concentrated on, what at the time in Tamil Nadu, were 
new concepts of demand-driven, participatory approach 
and community financial contributio n  for the 
rehabilitation of physical installationss. Simultaneously 
capacity building for the technical maintenance of the 
facilities took place. After successful introduction and 
implementation of these new ideas the focus from late 
2001 has been on the building of management structures 
for _the long-term sustainability of the water and 
sanitation systems. 
Existing institutions and legislation in Tamil Nadu
The structure of local government in Tamil Nadu,
and in India as a whole, is laid down in the Constitution,
amendment 73 of 19922• It stipulates a three-tier system
of democratically elected local governments, namely the
District Panchayat, the Union Panchayat and the Village
Panchayat, (VP) (also called Gram Panchayat). This is
usually referred to as the Panchayat Raj Institution (PRI).
The VP comprises elected Village President and ward 
members representing different parts of the VP. The 
Grama Sabha, a village council open to all registered 
voters of the village, has the power to oversee and 
approve the actions of the VP. 
The devolution of powers and responsibilities is laid 
down in the state-specific Panchayat Act of 19943 and 
the Panchayat Rules of 19994 regulate the internal 
organization and responsibilities of the VP and Grama 
Sabha. The VP has been given the responsibility to 
operate the domestic water supply systems in its area of 
jurisdiction. The State Government through the Districts 
and Blocks give financial and technical support i:o the 
VPs. An important Government Order of December 
19985 regulates the use of and payment for house-service 
connections in rural areas. 
The PRI system is relatively new and a lot remains 
to be done before it can function as intended. Many 
government activities take place outside the PRI system 
and there are still diverse political views about its final 
shape. 
In Tamil Nadu there are 12,619 VPs with an average 
population of 2,500. In the two Project districts there 
are an average of 3.5 habitations (hamlets) per VP. 
Community management - by whom and why? 
There is a consensus among the leading actors in 
the rural water and sanitation sector in Tamil Nadu that 
community management should increase. There are not 
yet consensus about which community should be in 
charge. Those who have less belief in the government 
and the PRI system favour management by water 
associations, user groups, self-help groups, farmers' clubs 
etc. Others think that the individual hamlets should 
manage their own facilities. A third group believes that 
the VPs are best suited to manage the facilities to obtain 
the long-term sustainability that all desire. Each model 
has its own merits. The Project holds the view6 that the 
VPs should manage the facilities; and the main arguments 
for this are shown in the box. it must be stressed that 
community management is not only a concept to 
increase the effectiveness of water supply systems, it is 
also based on a belief in participation and democracy. 



